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Rembrandt Workshop 

Portrait of Rembrandt 

1650 
O i l o n canvas, 92 x 75.5 (36V4 x 293/4) 

W i d e n e r C o l l e c t i o n 

Inscriptions 
A t center r ight: Rembrandt f 11650 

Technical Notes: T h e or ig inal support , a p la in-woven fabric 
composed o f t igh t ly spun, irregular, fine threads, has been 
l ined w i t h the left and r ight tacking margins t r i m m e d . T h e 
bot tom and top tacking margins, w h i c h contain or ig inal sel­
vages, have been opened flat and incorporated into the pic ture 
plane. M o s t l ikely , a large piece o f canvas w i t h fu l l selvage-to-
selvage w i d t h was p r i m e d on a stretching frame then cut to 
size. O r i g i n a l g round layers extend onto both tacking mar­
gins. C u s p i n g is pronounced along the top and bot tom edges, 
slight a long the r ight edge, and absent at the left, suggesting 
that the present d imensions are s l ight ly enlarged lengthwise 
and s l ight ly reduced w i d t h wise . 

T h e double g round layer consists o f a th ick, red lower 
layer covered w i t h a t h in , dark gray upper layer. 1 T h e g round 

layer is not incorporated as a mid-tone i n the pa in t ing . Paint 
is appl ied t h in ly i n broad, fluidly blended brushstrokes, w i t h 
impasto i n the beret and skullcap and the whit e and dark t r i m 
of the cos tume. 2 L a y e r i n g is complex , resul t ing i n some 
wide-aperture crackle, especially i n the dark t r i m where dark 
paint was appl ied over th ick , l ighter-colored under layers. 
T h e proper left hand is unf inished. T h e background con­
sists o f a l ight paint layer over la id w i t h t h i n glazes. 

Several artist's changes are found i n the x-radiograph (fig. 
1). T h e skullcap once cont inued farther beyond the rear o f 
the head, and the hair farther ou tward on the left. T h e beret 
appears to have been reposit ioned several t imes, or perhaps 
reshaped. T h e x-radiograph also shows an area o f confusing 
b rushwork to the front o f the beret, and sharp-edged marks 
that may be scrapings o f a former l i n i n g adhesive. 

A small loss is found i n the upper r ight background, and 
slight abrasion i n t h in , dark passages such as the lower jacket. 
T h e pa in t ing was treated i n 1992 to remove a discolored 
surface coat ing and retouchings, i nc lud ing a later black over-
glaze. 

Provenance: Cheval ier Sebastien E r a r d [1752-1831], C h a ­
teau de la Mue t t e , Passy; (sale, L e b r u n , Par is , 23 A p r i l 1832, 
no. 119, as Mar t i n -Kappe r t z -T romp) . W i l l i a m W i l l i a m s 
H o p e , Rush ton H a l l , Nor thamptonsh i re , by 1836; (sale, 
Chr i s t i e & M a n s o n , L o n d o n , 14 June 1849, no. 116, as a 
Portrai t o f A d m i r a l V a n T romp) ; A n t h o n y de Ro thsch i ld , 
L o n d o n ; by inheritance to L a d y A n t h o n y de Ro thsch i ld , by 
1899, L o n d o n ; (Thomas A g n e w & Sons, London) ; sold 13 
M a y 1908 to Peter A . B . W i d e n e r , L y n n e w o o d H a l l , E l k i n s 
Park , Pennsy lvan ia ; inheri tance f rom Estate o f Peter A . B . 
W i d e n e r b y gift th rough power o f appointment o f Joseph 
E . W i d e n e r , E l k i n s Park . 

Exhibited: Exhibition of Works by Rembrandt, Roya l Academy , 
L o n d o n , 1899, no. 18. N e w York 1909, no. 94. Washington 
1969, no. 10. 

F O R A N A R T I S T whose face is so well known 
through his numerous painted, drawn, and etched 
self-portraits, it is quite remarkable that early 
nineteenth-century critics did not recognize Rem­
brandt's image in this painting. While it was in the 
possession of Chevalier Erard and William Williams 
Hope, two important and discerning collectors, the 
sitter was thought to be Maerten Harpertsz. Tromp 
(1597-1653). One wonders what prompted this un­
expected belief since Tromp's known portraits look 
totally different.3 To judge from the commentary 
in the Erard catalogue, the theory seems to have 
been partially based on the outmoded costume: 
the pleated white shirt, the dark overdress with its 
rich impastos bordering the front and slashed purple 
sleeves lined with yellow, and the jaunty angle of the 
brown beret worn over the elaborate yellow and red 
skullcap. The theory that the portrait depicted an 
admiral was reinforced • by the gold-handled staff 
upon which the sitter rests his hand. But primarily, 
it seems, the depiction of the sitter's character fit 
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Fig. i. X-radiograph of 1942.9.70 

what was thought to be Tromp's assured, noble, and 
philosophical nature.4 

While the sitter's expression, created through 
subtle effects of lighting on the face as well as the 
unusual, sidelong glance, has continued to intrigue 
writers, entirely different interpretations of its 
character have been advanced by critics who recog­
nized that the painting represented Rembrandt.5 

Bode found little evidence of a philosophical mind in 
the image. He wrote that the "somewhat leering 
expression, half weary, half watchful,...is by no 
means favourable to his appearance."6 Valentiner, on 
the other hand, saw in the face "a forehead already 
deeply lined, melancholy, almost despondent of as­
pect, indicating how early he had experienced the 
tragic side of life."7 While Rosenberg described the 
same expression as "critical and deeply question­
ing"8 Pinder, reflecting more closely the sentiments 
of Valentiner, felt that the portrait expressed the 
cares and worries that were beginning to beset Rem­
brandt.9 Contrary to these interpretations of the 
image as representing a despondent and questioning 
individual was that of Goldscheider who described 
the Rembrandt portrayed here as "a handsome, dis­
tinguished adventurer without the slightest re­

semblance to a humble Mennonite."10 

While the reading of the emotional impact of the 
image may have varied markedly among these and 
other authors, they had in common a conviction that 
this painting was an exceptional work by the mas­
ter.11 Thus the shock that greeted Horst Gerson's 
1969 pronouncement that the painting was an "18th-
or 19th-century imitation, combining light effects 
typical of Rembrandt's early work with a composi­
tion and mood characteristic of the later period," was 
felt throughout the world of Rembrandt scholar­
ship.12 With that statement Gerson altered once 
again the way the painting has been viewed. For just 
as nineteenth-century critics had to reassess their 
interpretations of the figure's mood when the iden­
tification of the sitter changed, it is necessary to raise 
the more fundamental question as to whether the 
expressive character of the painting is, after all, con­
sistent with Rembrandt, and even with seventeenth-
century sensibilities. 

Technical analyses have shown that Gerson's as­
sertion that the painting is a later imitation is wrong. 
The character of the paint mixtures, the types of 
pigments used, and the presence of a double ground, 
a red lower ground covered by a dark gray upper 
layer, are all totally consistent with Rembrandt's 
workshop practices (see Technical Notes).13 There 
also appears to be nothing unusual in the canvas 
used or in the buildup of the image. The initial 
blocking-in of the form, which can be seen in the 
waist and unfinished right hand, is also consistent 
with Rembrandt's manner of painting. Finally, x-
radiographs reveal that modifications to the shape of 
the hat were made during the execution of the paint­
ing (fig. 1), a phenomenon that is commonly found 
in Rembrandt's own paintings (see his Self-Portrait, 
1937.1.72). Originally, the plaid-patterned skullcap 
under the beret extended out behind the head more 
than it presently does.14 

The restoration of the painting in 1993, however, 
has revealed that Gerson was correct in his intuition 
that the execution was somehow at variance with 
that found in Rembrandt's own works around 
1650.15 While the general disposition of the figure, 
standing at an angle to the picture plane and looking 
quizzically at the viewer over his near shoulder, is 
consistent with Rembrandt self-portraits (see Self-
Portrait as the Apostle Paul, 1942.9.59, fig. 2), the 
brushwork used to model the figure lacks both Rem­
brandt's sensitivity and vigor. The most obvious 
instance where the modeling is at variance with 
Rembrandt's style is the hand resting on the staff. Its 
superficially rendered form has nothing to do with 
his manner of modeling hands. 
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The modeling of the face, likewise, lacks firmness 
and conviction. While the play of light across the 
features is sensitively rendered, the restrained 
brushstrokes only vaguely suggest the underlying 
form, whether it be the shape of the eyelids or the 
contour of the nose. The weakness of character con­
veyed through Rembrandt's questioning expression 
is also the result of the irresolute contours defining 
his features. 

Another unusual aspect of this painting is that the 
costume is executed quite differently than is the 
face. While the features are modeled with a deli­
cately nuanced manner of painting, the costume is 
indicated with a variety of bold techniques. Broad, 
flat planes of purple and yellow enliven the surface 
of the split sleeve; thick impastos, mixed with a 
variety of bright colors and then toned with a dark 
brown glaze, create the appearance of an embroi­
dered frontispiece across the chest; and, finally, the 
plaid pattern of the skullcap is painted with vigor­
ous, and quite specific, strokes of red and yellow. 
The attribution problems raised here are threefold. 
First, Rembrandt generally did not use such mark­
edly different techniques in the face and costume of 
a portrait. Secondly, by the 1650s, he had developed 
a manner of painting that would allow him to suggest 
a wide range of textures in materials without signifi­
cantly altering the techniques that he used to depict 
them. Finally, his paint always worked toward creat­
ing structure. In this costume, most of the accents of 
color, as for example on the sleeve or in the skullcap, 
do not work effectively to convey the nature of the 
material. This problem is also particularly evident 
in the superficial black strokes that define the collar 
of the costume. 

While these stylistic considerations are sufficient 
to remove the painting from Rembrandt's own 
oeuvre, the identity of the artist who actually exe­
cuted this portrait cannot be determined. The signa­
ture and date, while apparently not written by Rem­
brandt, appear to be integral to the surface and 
probably indicate that the painting was executed by 
a member of the workshop at about 1650 to be sold 
on the open market. It may well be that Rembrandt, 
after having posed for this painting, approved its 
concept and manner of execution before allowing its 
sale. To judge from the number of self-portraits 
Rembrandt painted and etched, and from the 
numerous portraits of him painted by members of 
his workshop, there must have been a ready market 
for images of the artist. 

None of the painters known to have been in Rem­
brandt's workshop around 1650, Willem Drost (ac­
tive 1650s), Jacobus Leveck (1634-1675), Nicolaes 

Maes (q.v.), and Constantijn van Renesse ( 1626 -
1680), can be convincingly associated with this 
work. The differences in the handling of the paint in 
the head and the costume are so pronounced in this 
work that I have wondered whether two artists 
might have executed the painting. No technical evi­
dence, however, suggests that the painting was a 
collaborative effort. The stylistic discrepancies are 
probably the result of a workshop assistant basing 
his style for modeling the head on Rembrandt's work 
of the mid-i63os and his manner of painting drapery 
on Rembrandt's style of the early 1650s. Close stylis­
tic comparison can be made to Man with a Gilded 
Helmet (fig. 2), an unsigned and undated work from 
the Rembrandt workshop that is datable to the early 
1650s. 1 6 In this work as well, the face and costume 
are rendered in strikingly different manners. In the 
Berlin painting a marked contrast exists between the 
relatively delicate modeling of the face and the thick 
impastos in the helmet, a contrast in techniques 
quite similar to that found in the Portrait of Rem­
brandt. While various attributions have been sug­
gested for Man with a Gilded Helmet, ranging from 

F i g . 2. R e m b r a n d t s choo l , Man with a Gilded Helmet, 

ear ly 1650s, o i l o n canvas, S taa t l i che M u s e e n z u B e r l i n , 

P reuss i scher K u l t u r b e s i t z , G e m a l d e g a l e r i e 
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Karel van der Pluym (1625-1672) to Heyman Dul-
laert (1636-1684), none is convincing.17 Whether or 
not Portrait of Rembrandt is by the same unknown 
artist as the Berlin picture is another puzzle yet to be 
solved. 

Notes 
1. P igment analyses o f paint and g round layers are avail­

able i n the Scientif ic Research department (see reports 6 J u l y 
1981, 18 A u g u s t 1981, 20 Oc tobe r 1981, and 14 M a y 1991). 

2. Techn ica l examinat ion and pigment analysis by A s h o k 
R o y and D a v i d B o m f o r d , N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y , L o n d o n , M a y 
1988, conf i rmed the use o f smalt as an extender i n impasted 
areas o f red and ye l low paint . 

3. S ince the provenance for this pa in t ing is not k n o w n 
pr io r to the ment ion i n the E r a r d C o l l e c t i o n , it is not k n o w n 
whether the identif icat ion was based o n an even older t radi­
t ion . F o r an image o f T r o m p f rom the early 1650s, see J an 
Lievens ' Portrait of the Vice-Admiral, Mae r t en Harper t sz 
T r o m p (Ri jksmuseum, A m s t e r d a m , inv. no. A 838). 

4. Sebastien E r a r d sale, Paris , 23 A p r i l 1832, no. 119, 
136-137: 

Des traits m i l e s , une contenance assuree, de la noblesse 
unie a beaucoup de s impl ic i te , donnent une grande ex­
pression a ce beau portrait . Dans la demi-teinte q u i 
l 'enveloppe et q u i va si b ien a sa gravite, o n pourrai t voir 
une pensee phi losophique , une al lusion dont Rembrand t 
etait b ien capable. M a r t i n T r o m p , indifferent pour les 
titres, honorif iques, pour les chose d'apparat, modeste 
au plus haut point , ne dut trouver d u plais i r a se montrer 
que quand i l etait en presence des ennemis de sa nat ion. 
A u surplus , quelqu'ai t ete l ' in tent ion d u peintre, cette 
ombre repandue sur la figure d 'un tel homme sied bien a 
son caractere. 

5. S m i t h 1829-1842, 7: 8 6 - 8 7 , n o - 2 I I > w a s t n e fifst t o 

correct ly ident ify the pa in t ing as a portrai t o f Rembrand t . 
6. Bode 1897-1906, 5: 15. 
7. Valent iner 1931, in t roduc t ion . 

8. Rosenberg 1948, 1: 28. 
9. P inde r 1950, 8 1 - 8 2 . 

10. Go ldsche ide r i960, 174, cat. 65. 
11. Go ldsche ide r i960, 174, cat. 65 , considered it "one o f 

the finest portraits ever painted." 

12. G e r s o n / B r e d i u s 1969, 550, cat. 39. T h e reaction can 
be judged b y the fact that Egber t Haverkamp-Begemann 
1971, 9 3 - 9 4 , l is ted this w o r k first among what he considered 
Gerson 's "five or six spectacular 'dis-attr ibutions ' o f w e l l -
k n o w n and admired paint ings, i n some cases never previous ly 
doub ted . " H a v e r k a m p - B e g e m a n n noted that he continues 
to believe i n the a t t r ibu t ion to Rembrand t (personal c o m ­
munica t ion , 1993). 

13.1 w o u l d l ike to thank Barbara A . M i l l e r , former conser­
vation scientist at the N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y o f A r t , w h o first 
analyzed the pa in t ing i n 1981, M i c h a e l Palmer, and M e l a n i e 
G i f f o r d for their help i n interpret ing the technical data. 

14. Its fo rm can also be seen w i t h the naked eye. 
15. T h e restoration was undertaken i n 1092-1093. 
16. F o r an excellent discussion o f this w o r k , i n c l u d i n g 

informat ion about its restoration, see K e l c h et a l . 1986. 

17. T h e a t t r ibut ion o f this pa in t ing to K a r e l van der P l u y m 
was made by A d a m s 1984, 427-441 . G r i m m 1982-1983, 
2 4 2 - 2 5 0 , at t r ibuted the pa in t ing to H e y m a n Dul lae r t . 
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Rembrandt Workshop (probably 
Constantijn van Renesse) 

The Descent from the Cross 

1650/1652 

O i l on canvas, 142 x 110.9 (55 /8 x 43V8) 
W i d e n e r Co l l ec t i on 

Technical Notes: T h e support , a medium-weight , p l a in -
woven fabric consist ing o f two pieces seamed vert ical ly to the 
left o f center through the C h r i s t figure, has been l ined w i t h 
the tacking margins t r i m m e d . S l igh t cusp ing is vis ible along 
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